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	1. Chapter 1

I.

Contrary to popular belief, Barry doesn't try to seek out danger, it just happens to be naturally attracted to him.

Sure, he and his fellow teammates make decisions and considering what they regularly face up against, their decisions often come with dangerous consequences. Still, he isn't consciously trying to invite danger to come and slap him across the face.

Recently, things have been particularly crazy and dangerous for Barry. Ever since his friends came back to him after his long six months of penance, Barry's been trying to readjust to the fact that there are once more people in his life ready and willing to stand by his side. Of course there are good days and bad days for all of them, but he's almost forgotten how great it is to have people around him that he can talk to and rely on. With more metahumans appearing, some even sent from another world, Barry's glad that his friends are there to help get rid of the threats to Central City as a team, everyone still able to work together as a well-oiled machine even after all this time.

The guilt's still there, though. It's great to be around his friends again, but there's still a pit that opens up in his stomach whenever he thinks about what happened and how he should have been able to prevent it, even if everyone is constantly reassuring him that there was nothing he could have done. In Caitlin and Cisco, he sees Ronnie, a close friend to both of them and so much more to one. In Iris, he sees Eddie and the future they could have had together. Though his friends may have forgiven him, he knows he will never be able to fully forgive himself.

So, it's another day, another dangerous threat that Barry really should have been expecting considering their track record.

But, no matter the fact that his day's likely to end in a spectacularly horrible and unexpected way, that doesn't mean it has to start abnormally, even if his concept of normal is just a little different from others.

As usual, Barry wakes up late and successfully starts a chain reaction of tardiness that stretches all the way from his forgotten alarm to the disapproving look on Captain Singh's face when he finally comes into the precinct wearing a sheepish expression.

Today, there are no new crime scenes to visit and collect evidence from, so Barry instead chooses to spend his time processing the evidence he does have and filling out reports that should have been done ages ago.

Barry skips breakfast in favor of some lukewarm coffee because screw tardiness, there's no way he's giving up his caffeine. As an afterthought, he eats a couple of the calorie bars that Cisco made for him a year ago, keeping in mind that him passing out at work would definitely not be a good way to start the day. With caffeine and calories mixing happily in his system, Barry's able to complete a sizeable chunk of his work, though he tragically has to skip out on his lunch in order to do so.

Barry has to wonder what everyone else is doing. Though there haven't been any major calls into the precinct, he's sure that Joe still has plenty of his own work to handle, so Barry figures he's probably doing something of his own downstairs. Cisco, Caitlin, and Jay are most likely at S.T.A.R. Labs, doing what they do best in the name of science until a call comes in about a crime or a metahuman attack. Iris is definitely at CCPN, typing away furiously at her keyboard and uncovering the latest news until duty calls with Team Flash. Though he's glad that his friends are all busy, he kind of wishes that one of them would stop by with food so he won't have to speed out and get some.

While he's busy pondering his meal choices, his cell phone starts buzzing and sliding across his stack of finished paperwork, Cisco's face flashing across the screen every few seconds. Either Cisco needs someone possessing advanced healing to test out a new invention of his or there's a new threat that the Flash needs to take care of. Part of Barry dreads what this could mean while another part is anxious to get back in the suit, anxious for a change in pace.

On the third buzz, Barry finally reaches over and grabs the phone, answering the call as he brings it up to his ear. "What's up, Cisco?"

"There's been an attack at Mercury Labs, the botanical division!" Cisco says, voice urgent.

Immediately, Barry puts aside all of the thoughts he once had of his work, switching his focus to this new development. "On my way."

And he is. In a matter of seconds, he's changed into his suit and he's speeding away, racing with the hope of making it to Mercury Labs in time to be of assistance. This is what Barry loves. Speeding down streets, feeling the lightning, the power of the speed force coursing through his veins with a clear goal in mind paving his way. He zips around corners, taking shortcuts through alleys and weaving around traffic.

Barry makes it to Mercury Labs quickly, well aware of Cisco working the coms, ready to provide Barry with aid when necessary.

Barry wastes no time hanging around outside of the laboratories, he just runs straight inside until his lack of knowledge on the facility's layout becomes apparent. He finds himself running around in circles, completely unaware where the botanical labs are located at.

"Uh, Cisco?" Barry starts. He wonders if the employees will still find it odd to discover the Flash practically chasing himself around the building.

"Yeah, buddy?" Cisco replies. His mouth sounds full and there's a faint crunch over the line. Barry's a little ticked off that he doesn't have his fair share of chips at the moment.

"Where am I going?"

"Oh, right!" There's a pause for a few seconds as Cisco pulls up a map of the building. In the meantime, Barry saves the falling mug of a lab tech who had just been in the process of dropping it. "Fifth floor."

"Got it!" Barry responds and in seconds, he's reached the correct destination.

Everything is messed up when he gets there.

The plants that had once been resting patiently in pots are now strewn across the floor in clutter of soil, torn leaves, and pieces of destroyed ceramic pots. All of the equipment is damaged, glass broken in jagged shards and microscopes stripped down to piles of broken parts. In the far corner, a particularly large machine that looks vaguely like a printer is throwing off sparks, three unusual spikes sticking out of its front. Under a faraway counter, Barry can see three scientists in lab coats huddled together in hiding. So far, there's no sign of whatever could have done this so he decides to check on the scientists first.

Barry crouches down low so he can look them over for any injuries. All he finds are their terrified expressions, faces devoid of all color and eyes opened wide.

"Are any of you hurt?" He asks just in case there's something he didn't see. All three of them shake their heads in negative responses. "What happened here?"

One of them, a woman, swallows thickly and meets his eyes. "She was so _angry_. She… she just tore everything apart."

Another woman speaks up. "All our research…" She mourns.

"Is she still here?" He asks.

All three shake their heads once more. "She took off," The man says. "Don't know where to, though."

Barry nods. "Thank you."

Once more he's on his feet and racing out of Mercury Labs. "Know where she's headed?"

Cisco snorts. "Dude, we don't even know what she looks like! Try checking around, she couldn't have gotten far." There's a pause before Cisco continues on a tangent. "Hey, did you see anything reminiscent of Little Shop of Horrors in there? 'Cause, if so, you have to get me it."

"Cisco, now's not really the time." Barry says.

There's a bit of grumbling on the other end of the line, but Cisco seems to have chosen not to pester him about it this time.

He starts weaving through the nearby streets, searching for anyone who could possibly be their mystery woman.

Finally, he comes across someone out of the ordinary in an alley a few blocks away from Mercury Labs. He skids to a stop, stance wide as he stands ready to face this woman whose back is turned.

Barry calls out to her, ready to face whatever challenge she may present. "What did you want at Mercury Labs?"

She turns to face him and Barry quickly takes in her appearance. She wears a long lab coat, not unlike the ones the scientists were wearing back at the botany lab, but hers is tattered and worn, covered in smudges of dirt with the cuffs of her sleeves torn. Underneath, she wears an emerald dress, one that would probably be considered nice and casual before it was transformed to a similar state as her lab coat. The sneakers she wears are just as bad and her dark hair is greasy and pulled away in a loose bun. Of course, her eyes are covered in a black mask, possibly the only new item residing on her body.

"That's none of your business!" She yells back.

Oh, so that's how it's going to be. Barry shrugs. "You just made it my business by attacking those people."

She narrows her eyes at him through the mask. "They all deserved it!" She tries to defend her actions in a routine that Barry's all too familiar with. "After what happened to me, they needed to know what it was like!"

Her anger quickly escalates and she starts to change. She raises her arms and Barry watches in horror as the skin there raises and hardens, forming spikes that glisten and rise and grimly remind Barry of the spikes that were sticking out of the machine back at the lab. Barry stares for a long time because seriously, a human with spikes sticking out of her arms is a new one.

It gets even crazier when she flicks out her arms, sending three spikes flying toward him with scary accuracy.

He dodges the first two easily. The final one, following closely behind the second, cuts close to his right arm, slicing through the shoulder of the suit and leaving a long, shallow cut across his skin.

He can almost hear Cisco's outraged cries in his head as soon as the suit gets cut, but he tries to ignore that for the moment. By the time he looks back up from observing the new tear, the woman is gone and Barry is trying to think of a good way to break the news to Cisco.

Barry raises his hand and presses it against his ear. "Cisco, she's gone. I'm heading back."

"See ya soon." Cisco replies.

As he's just started to head over to S.T.A.R. Labs, his world tips to the side. Head spinning enough to transform him into the very first human centrifuge, he slows down and leans heavily against a brick wall. Nausea burns momentarily in his throat, forcing him to slam his eyes shut in an attempt to keep the vomit at bay. Luckily, the feeling soon passes and he stands up, confused and disoriented. Neither of those sensations are a good sign.

"Yo, Barry, you okay?" Cisco's voice fades in and out and Barry tries to shake his head to get the effect to go away. His voice returns to a normal volume.

"Yeah, I'm good." He replies almost instantly, instinctively dismissing this weird attack of dizziness. He's still a bit disoriented by the short episode but he figures it's due to his particularly strange eating schedule today. "Don't think I ate enough."

Cisco makes a noise at him like a disapproving parent. "We'll fix that, just get your ass back here."

Barry nods even though he knows Cisco can't see the motion, and he runs away, trying to shake the feeling of unease off of his back.


	2. Chapter 2

II.

The next day, Barry feels like crap.

After their mysterious metahuman got away, Barry had gone back to S.T.A.R. Labs and eaten about fifty meals from Big Belly Burger while Cisco mourned the tear in his precious suit. Caitlin, Jay, and the bitter Cisco had discussed the metahuman's abilities with Barry until he chose to go home early, his energy drained. He had left them with Caitlin and Jay conversing at a computer and Cisco muttering angrily under his breath as he examined his suit. Barry had sped into his bedroom immediately upon arriving home, not sparing a second to greet Joe and Iris as he fell into his bed and succumbed to the gracious lull of sleep.

As per usual, he slaps the snooze button instinctually every time it starts to scream and as a result, he manages to sleep through his alarm three times. He's just so tired and unusually sore and every inch of him is begging to just lie down and rest for centuries. And he's completely willing to do that if his alarm would stop bugging him. At this rate, though, he's surely going to be as late as late can be and on the receiving end of a particularly loud reprimand from the captain but he can't find it in him to actually get up and move.

That is, until the nausea churns in his gut, burning his insides like a stream of lava and threatening to spill over and he's running to the bathroom down the hall, barely making it in time to fall to his knees and vomit into the toilet.

Barry spends at least ten minutes there, his knees going numb on the hard floor and sweat dripping down his neck. He heaves and heaves until his chest aches and his dinner's gone and nothing comes out of his mouth except stringy and disgusting yellow bile.

He's considering moving permanently into the bathroom when Joe decides to make an appearance, likely coming to make sure Barry doesn't lose his job. Barry can hear his footsteps stomping upstairs, heavy and shaking the floor subtly but it's enough movement to make Barry tremble and lurch for the toilet again.

"Barr!" Joe calls out. "You gotta get up!"

Barry wonders if Joe will be sympathetic toward his current predicament. Sure, when Barry was a kid, Joe was always willing to stay home and nurse a sick Barry back to health. But it's been years since Barry was last sick enough to stay home. As a matter of fact, Barry didn't even know he could get sick since becoming the Flash.

Joe finally passes by the open doorway of the bathroom, fully dressed in his suit with his overcoat folded over his arm. He stops when he notices Barry's shape in the bathroom and Barry can't help but smile weakly at him in a greeting he's sure looks pathetic. He's certain that he looks like a sweaty mess at the moment, which will probably win him points in the sympathy category.

Immediately, Joe's face transforms from slightly irritated to outright concern. He makes his way over to Barry swiftly, crouching down next to him. He wrinkles his nose when he spies what's floating around in the toilet bowl, but that doesn't stop him from ready out a steady hand and placing it against Barry's forehead. Right now, Barry feels like he's overheating and Joe's skin is cool and dry, a nice contrast that Barry welcomes eagerly as he leans into his foster father's touch.

"You can get sick?" Joe asks, his voice a mixture of both surprise and concern.

Barry closes his eyes and hums in response. It would be nice to just let all of his strength fade away here and now so he could sleep forever, but he doubts his body would like him sleeping on the cold tile floor of the bathroom.

Despite the comfort that Joe's hand provides, his stomach chooses to continue its rebellion and Barry's eyes snap open. He leans back over the toilet, pulling away from Joe's hand. Once more, his body works mercilessly to expel what's left in his stomach, which is almost nothing, so Barry wonders if he'll start throwing up pieces of his stomach soon. Joe's still there, rubbing soothing circles on Barry's back as his muscles spasm violently.

This round of vomiting soon ends. If he thought he was exhausted before, now he's drained completely of all energy that had been remaining, leaving him a shivering wreck that needs to lean back against Joe for support.

"Yeah." Joe says. "You're staying home. I'll tell Singh and S.T.A.R. Labs."

Barry sighs in relief and closes his eyes again. Between fits of illness, it had completely slipped his mind that he would need to tell some people about his tragic inability to rise from the bathroom floor, rendering him completely incapable of even exiting the house.

"Alright," Joe starts adjusting both himself and Barry so they can get up soon, even if Barry doesn't want to. "Bedroom or couch?"

Barry considers the question for a minute. The darkness and silence of his room would be nice, but Barry would like to be closer to the kitchen if his stomach ever decides to sign a peace treaty. Besides, Iris is probably already at work and Joe will be gone soon, so Barry will be the only person in the house. He won't have to worry about hiding away while he's sick.

"Couch." He finally manages to force out. He feels the slightest movement against his back as Joe nods.

As carefully as he can, Barry starts to sit forward so Joe can get up and help him. It's a slow process, especially so when compared to Barry's usual pace, but soon enough, Joe has Barry standing with the sick man's arm slung across Joe's shoulders so Joe can help him get downstairs. Distantly, Barry hears Joe flush the toilet as they're leaving but he's too tired to even care.

They take the steps one at a time. Barry keeps his eyes focused on his feet, watching carefully as he takes on each shaky step. Joe speaks words of encouragement in his ear and while Barry appreciates the motivation, he still feels like a child learning how to walk for the first time.

They make it downstairs without Barry falling, which he counts as a miracle. Joe helps Barry lie down on the couch and Barry lets out a sigh of relief as the cushions envelop him. His eyes are shut once again and he focuses on not letting his unsettled stomach control him. He feels Joe run his fingers affectionately through his sweaty hair, hand hovering briefly over his forehead.

"I'll be back." Joe whispers and the hand is gone, his heavy footsteps retreating up the stairs, much quicker now that he doesn't have to worry about carrying most of Barry's weight.

Barry waits patiently, drifting around in his own little semi-conscious world. His head is fuzzy and unfocused, not necessarily forming a headache but rather forming a pressure that could develop into one. His stomach is uneasy, taunting Barry with its potential to make him vomit again. He's never realized how cold it is downstairs until his previous state of excessive heat turns into an uncomfortable state of cold sweats. Usually, he's in this constant existence of warmth due to his rapidly moving cells. It's a little disconcerting that he can be so cold without the aid of a cold gun. He's shivering and his teeth are chattering and if he wasn't so sure that it would jar his stomach, he would curl up in a ball.

Barry's alerted to Joe's return by a short gust of wind followed by a soft and warm blanket drifting down gently to cover his body. Before, Barry had felt overwhelmingly hot in the bathroom but now he's chilled to the core, leaving the blanket an absolutely blissful item to have obtained. Joe's hand now feels warm as he carefully tilts Barry's head forward as he slides a pillow below his neck. Barry settles down into his new blanket and pillow, their softness and warmth not necessarily taking away his discomfort completely but definitely easing it up a bit.

He opens his eyes now that his head is carefully cradled. Joe is standing over him, arms crossed. His face is all smooshed together and his eyebrows are deeply furrowed in concern. Barry wishes he would stop worrying, it's just the flu.

"'M fine, Joe." He tries to croak out. His voice sounds terrible and it probably doesn't help ease Joe's worry but hey, it's the best he can manage. He adds in a weak smile just for kicks.

Joe returns with a hesitant smile. "Of course, Barr." He looks off to the door and Barry knows he doesn't want to leave him alone. "I put your phone on the coffee table," Barry looks in that direction for confirmation. "So call me if you need anything. _Anything_. Got it?" Joe fixes him with a stern expression that's likely to settle his own nerves.

Sick or not, Barry still finds it amusing so he gives a small smile. "Got it."

Joe nods firmly before his face softens up. "Feel better soon, Barr."

Barry nods to the best of his ability. Joe steals one last swipe through his sweaty hair before he's moving away and out the door. Barry hears the door shut, the lock click in place, and Barry is all alone.

His day floats by in a lazy and detached manner. He throws up two more times, grateful that Joe had the foresight to leave a plastic bowl by his side. The TV was left on the Discovery Channel for Barry's entertainment. A program is on near the start of his day that's about rats and Barry tries to watch it but his mind loses focus near the beginning and he fades away from reality. He moves between disorienting fits of sleep and wakefulness. Most of the time, he's not entirely sure if he's even awake. His body temperature fluctuates, sometimes making him frozen as he tries to huddle inward for more warmth. Other times he's covered in scorching heat, throwing the blanket across the living room. He later regrets that move when he gets cold again.

Barry's aware that he's alone but he's switching between his living room and dreams of his living room so often that he feels like the world isn't even real anymore. Once, he dreams about the rats in the program and he wakes up thrashing around so badly that he has to throw up in the bowl. Another time, he's eleven again and his parents are tucking him in with smiles on their faces but Barry doesn't want them to go because he knows his mom won't come back. Really, he just wants the sickness to go away.

Around midafternoon, Barry wakes up to Joe's warm hand feeling his forehead again. For a moment, he thinks it's another dream but then he opens his eyes after a few minutes and Joe is still there, sitting on the very edge of the couch with his hand on Barry's forehead just like Barry had imagined in his not-so-dream dream. His face is still creased with the same lines of worry from earlier and Barry's so out of it that he wants to reach up and poke the wrinkles on Joe's own forehead.

"Hey, Barry." Joe says, his voice soft and delicate and practically a whisper. Joe glances down at the floor quickly and Barry can tell from his expression that he's spotted the bowl of vomit. "How're you feeling?"

Barry wants to speak up and tell him that he wishes he couldn't feel anything, but he's too worn out and his throat is sore from all of the vomiting so he merely raises a shaky hand and gives Joe a pitiful thumbs up. Thankfully, that gets Joe to chuckle a little.

Joe stands up and Barry doesn't want him to leave, but it's okay because he's just retrieving the blanket and he's back soon enough, draping the blanket over Barry once more.

"I'll be right back." Joe assures him. Barry waits, his head feeling like it's stuffed with cotton. At least he's got his blanket back.

He's staring blankly at the opposite wall when Joe returns and kneels by his side, blocking his view of nothing with his concerned face. He sticks something in Barry's ear and it doesn't register that it's a thermometer until it beeps and Joe pulls it back out.

If at all possible, the creases on Joe's face deepen when he reads the tiny electronic screen.

"What's up?" Barry asks. He can't really crane his neck to peek at the results.

"104.1." Joe states grimly. Barry thinks that's pretty high, but then again his temperature does run hotter than it did before the lightning. "We should get you to S.T.A.R. Labs."

Joe moves to start getting Barry in an upright position but Barry holds out an arm to stop him. With much difficulty, he swallows and says, "It's not that bad." At Joe's skeptical look, he continues. "Seriously. I usually run pretty hot."

"Barry, before today, we didn't even know if you could get sick." Joe argues. "That's too many unknowns for this cop."

"If it gets worse," He pauses for a moment. All of this moving is making him dizzy. "Then I'll go tomorrow. Promise."

Joe still looks uncertain but he accepts the deal. Great, Barry realizes after Joe's gone to the kitchen to fetch him some of his high-calorie bars and some orange juice. He just gave Joe something to hold over his head as an incentive to make Barry eat.

Barry delicately eats some of what Joe brings him, mostly because he hasn't eaten anything all day and Joe is constantly threatening him with his promise.

With some food in his system and his stomach cooperating for the time being, Barry's able to get a decent nap unlike his dozes from earlier in the day.

He's aware of Joe putting a damp washcloth on his forehead before settling back in a chair, turning the news on with the volume down low. Barry drifts lazily in and out of sleep, comforted by the fact that he's no longer alone in the house.

Some immeasurable amount of time passes by until he's stirred by the front door opening and closing. Iris must be home. Part of him wants to wake up fully and greet her, but another more persistent part keeps him tired and still. Joe must have called her to inform her about Barry's illness because she remains silent as she enters, not bothering to start talking about her day or trying to rouse Barry from his much-needed slumber.

A pair of soft lips brush gently against the top of his head before moving onward. He hears Joe and Iris converse quietly until he hears her soft footsteps retreat to the kitchen.

Knowing that his family's all home, Barry finally lets himself float away into a more permanent sleep, his body finally succumbing to his illness.


End file.
